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The Transition Experiences of Students with Disabilities 
Moving from Primary to Secondary Schools in NSW, 
Australia 
Abstract
This paper investigates the transition experiences of students with intellectual disability, as 
they move from primary to secondary school in New South Wales, Australia. Employing a 
multiple case study approach, the authors investigated transition from the perspective of the 
students experiencing it. During the study, ten students with mild to moderate intellectual 
disability participated in interviews and were observed in the school environment before and 
after they transitioned from primary school to secondary school.  Results indicate that 
students with intellectual disability generally have a positive transition experience.  
Nevertheless, students commonly encounter a number of major challenges, including issues 
around managing school work and homework, and bullying.  The study found several factors 
contribute to successful transition.  These include the provision of assistance to help students 
become familiar with and manage their physical environment, building positive relationships 
with teachers, and having extra support from special needs staff.  The study suggests there are 
some simple and practical steps that schools can take to enhance outcomes for successful 
transition experiences.  
Keywords: Transition, Autism Spectrum Disorder, Intellectual Disability; Secondary School
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Introduction
Educational transitions, by their nature, are complex and multifaceted processes (Akos and 
Galassi 2004). In this paper transition refers to the movement of students from primary 
school (Years K–6) to secondary school (Years 7–12).  In recent years, there has been a 
growing focus on the importance of effective transition programs for students moving 
between primary and secondary school (Strnadová and Cumming 2014; Jindal-Snape and 
Miller 2008; Maras and Aveling 2006; Vinson 2006). In New South Wales (NSW), Australia, 
where this study was conducted, there is a requirement for schools to develop appropriate 
transition programs for students with and without disabilities moving between settings (NSW 
DET 2006).  
There are several models in place in Australian schools for all students for the transition 
process. They range from brief orientation sessions prior to the transition through to 
specifically designed programs that run over a term, semester or entire year (Marston 2008; 
Vinson 2006).  However, there is no legislation, at state or Commonwealth level, requiring 
education authorities to provide Individual Transition Plans for students with intellectual 
disability (O’Neil, Strnadová, and Cumming 2016).  
 Although diverse, successful programs have been recognised as having some common 
characteristics. These characteristics include; the provision of group and interactive learning 
options; limiting the number of teachers that students work with by having teachers teach 
across multiple subjects; and the provision of resources to support students across all 
domains, including the provision of pastoral support (NSW DET 2006).  
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Educational transitions for students with intellectual disability involve an added layer of 
complexity (Hebron 2017; Vinson 2006).  Current research has identified several factors that 
contribute to successful transition for students with disability (Tso and Strnadová  2017; 
Deacy, Jennings, and O’Halloran 2015; Cremin, Healy, and Gordon 2017).  First, the positive 
impact of parents and teachers working together is widely recognised (Ankeny, Wilkins, and 
Spain, 2009; Carter, Clark and Kennedy 2005; Maras and Aveling 2006).  When planning 
programs for students with intellectual disability, family involvement is recognised as an 
important factor in building the confidence and trust of children (Neal and Frederickson 
2016; NSW DET 2008; Vinson 2006).  Second, the importance of supportive and inclusive 
teachers and support staff, both during and after transition, is well-documented (Dann 2011; 
Knesting, Hokansen, and Waldron 2008; Lightfoot and Bond 2013).  A positive attitude from 
teachers, and the use of appropriate pedagogical approaches, is critical to the success of 
inclusive programs (Beamish, Meadows and Davies, 2010).  Despite progress in this area, 
education authorities and school administrators acknowledge that there remain opportunities 
for improvement in the transition of students with disability to secondary school (Dockett et 
al. 2006; Vinson 2006).  Parents also state that, in many cases, their expectations surrounding 
transition are not being met (Jindal-Snape et al. 2006). 
This study seeks to contribute to knowledge of processes that can facilitate the successful 
transition of students with intellectual disability, through examining transition from the 
perspective of the students that experience it.  Research into transition has provided valuable 
insights into the process for students with intellectual disability, however there are currently 
only a small number of studies that consider this process from the perspective of students.  
For example, Dann (2011) examined the transition experiences of 6 students from the south 
east of England with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), interviewing students, parents and 
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school staff.  Themes that emerged included the importance of the student-teacher 
relationship, and the importance of students knowing and feeling comfortable in their 
physical environment.  Students were both excited and anxious about the prospect of 
transition, but five of the six students went on to experience at least one incident of bullying 
at secondary school.  Interestingly, the study found that students often had a different view of 
the transition process to that of the adults around them, highlighting the importance of 
examining the student perspective (Dann 2011). 
Neal and Frederickson (2016) also examined how 6 students with ASD in the UK 
experienced the transition to mainstream secondary schools.  Participants reflected on their 
experiences before and after transition.  Most experienced excitement at the prospect of 
transition, while all also experienced some anxiety.  Most expressed positive views about 
their secondary schools, valuing new friendships and positive relationships with teachers.  
Students valued the practical information and advice they received about their transition, 
including things such as visits to their new school.  They also valued positive approaches to 
the change, such as support from family and friends, and positive classroom discussions.  
Students discussed a number of unnecessary barriers that made transition more difficult. They 
included strategies such as increasing homework in Year Six in anticipation of increased 
homework at secondary school.  They also did not find it helpful when classroom discussions 
about transition were focused on negative aspects of the process.  Overall, a clear theme 
emerged of the need for individualised support to best assist students (Neal and Frederickson, 
2015). Jindal-Snape et al. (2006) explored the transition process from the perspective of five 
male students with ASD in Scotland, transitioning from primary to secondary school.  They 
found that delays in transition and interrupted transitions were common, causing stress to 
students.  Nevertheless, these students appreciated the transition programs offered and were 
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positive about the move to secondary school (Jindal-Snape et al. 2006).  XXXX and XXXX 
(XXXX) analysed the transition of two students with Asperger Syndrome, transitioning from 
primary school to academically-focused high schools in Australia.  They found that while the 
physical aspects of transition were well-managed, students experienced a lack of clarity 
around school work and homework, and little support in the social domain (XXXX and 
XXXX XXXX).
Knesting et al. (2008) examined the experiences of nine students with mild intellectual 
disability, transitioning from primary to middle school in the US Midwest. The study 
revealed that students felt anxious about navigating their physical environment and took an 
extended period to gain mastery in this domain.  Interestingly, the researchers identified a 
correlation between student input into decisions, and positive outcomes for the student and 
school (Knesting et al. 2008).  Finally, Maras and Avelings’ (2006) highly cited research  
undertook a study involving six students with intellectual disabilities in the UK transitioning 
from primary to secondary school.  Transition programs that enabled students to spend time 
in their new school prior to formal commencement were identified as beneficial, with longer 
and/or repeated visits favoured by students.  Nevertheless, these students still experienced 
significant stressors during the transition, including adjusting to the new physical 
environment, the more challenging academic environment, and longer school hours (Maras 
and Aveling 2006).  Collectively, these studies offer valuable insight into student experiences 
of transition.  The limited number of studies, and the small numbers of students involved in 
each study, suggest the need for further research in this field. 
This research is underpinned by the theoretical construct of ‘Student Voice’.  A growing 
body of research highlights the positive and powerful outcomes of providing students with 
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the opportunity to be meaningfully consulted about their experiences of learning and teaching 
(Demetriou and Wilson 2010; Fielding 2004; Flutter and Ruddock  2004; Mitra 2009.)  This 
approach has obvious benefits in special education, as it allows students to be participants in 
decisions affecting their future.  Student Voice also recognises the rights of all children to 
express a view in decisions that affect them, as enunciated in the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (United Nations 1989).  Moreover, as Bergmark and Kostenius 
(2009) argue, listening to students’ experiences and inviting active participation in the 
research process can lead to measurable advances in student improvement. The lack of active 
student involvement in transition planning for students with intellectual disability is a serious 
concern that has been recognis d in previous research (Rodriguez, Cumming, and Strnadová   
2017; Lightfoot and Bond  2013).  The call for stronger student voice is also supported by 
Kohler’s taxonomy of transition intervention services (Kohler and Field 2003).  This 
taxonomy posits five substantive factors that can enhance the transition of students with 
disabilities. These substantive factors are student-focused planning (which includes student 
voice), student development, interagency and interdisciplinary planning, family involvement, 
and program structure (Strnadová and Cumming. 2016). Providing students with a voice 
throughout their transition was thus a fundamental principle in this research. This research is 
also theoretically informed by the Ecological Development Model proposed by 
Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986, 2005).
 
This model was utilised to understand the different systems that form the context for the 
children who are the focus of the current study. The design of the study drew on the “person-
context interrelatedness” (Tudge, et al. 2009, 199) of Bronfenbrenner’s systems and their 
context for the child with a learning disability. The study then sought to understand the 
participants’ interactions with the microsystem (teachers), the mesosystem (support staff), the 
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exosystem (teacher education), the macrosystem (education policies), and the chronosystem 
(the transition from primary to secondary schooling).  
     
The purpose of this study was to provide insight into how ten students with mild to moderate 
intellectual disability experienced the transition process from mainstream primary schools to 
secondary schools.  This study sought to contribute new knowledge surrounding the student 
experience of transition, and identify opportunities to improve that experience, through 
posing the following research questions: 
1 How do students with intellectual disability transferring from primary 
school experience the transition to secondary school? 
2 What are the major issues that students with intellectual disability experience during 
the transition process? 
3 What are the factors that students with intellectual disability perceive contribute to 
their successful transition from primary school to secondary school?
Method
Research Design
This research utilised a multiple case study, mixed methods, two-phase design.  A multiple 
case study approach, as Stake (2006) and Yin (1984) state, provides compelling evidence that 
is sourced from a broad range of participants, contributing to robust findings.  The study is 
located within an interpretive methodological framework, drawing on observations, field-
notes, semi-structured interviews and the behaviour of participants to capture meaning and 
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gain insight.  The interpretive paradigm allows the researchers to develop an understanding of 
the world of the students and to make meaning of their words and actions (Walter 2006).  The 
researchers utilised an approach of narrative inquiry.  This enabled the researchers and 
participants to maintain equal status while relating their stories, allowing the expertise to 
reside in the participants as much as in the researchers (Atkins and Wallace 2012; Miles and 
Huberman 1994).  The findings reported herein represent one component of a larger study, 
that explored the perspective of students, parents, teachers and principals about the transition 
process.  This provided the opportunity to utilise member checks, triangulation, persistent 
observation and progressive subjectivity to confirm the integrity of the data.  Before 
commencing with data collection, approval for this research was obtained from the UOW 
Ethics Committee and the Catholic Education Office in the Diocese of Wollongong. 
Participants
Participants were ten students from four Catholic primary schools, who transitioned to three 
Catholic high schools and a Catholic K-12 special school, all located in southwestern Sydney.  
Students selected for the study were identified with the support of the Catholic Education 
Office in the Diocese of Wollongong.  The southwestern region of Sydney was selected as 
the area for the study as there were predictable transition patterns for students with 
intellectual disability moving from primary to secondary schools in this region. The criteria 
for selection of participants included: students who had a diagnosed intellectual disability; 
students in their final year of primary school and students who had indicated an intention to 
attend a Catholic high school in the region.
Of the ten students involved in the study six were boys and four were girls, with four of the 
students diagnosed with a moderate intellectual disability and six of the students diagnosed 
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with a mild intellectual disability. Five of the students in the study were diagnosed with an 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and, as such, had particular learning and social needs. The 
students entered the study aged between 11 and 12 years and completed the study at 12 to 13 
years.  Pseudonyms have been used for all students in this paper. 
Student details are found in Table 1 below:
Insert Table 1 About here 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Data Collection
Phase One of the data collection process involved observation and semi-structured interviews 
with the ten students as they completed second semester of year six, just prior to their 
transition to high school. All interviews and observations were conducted by the lead author. 
Visits to each of the schools were undertaken in the early stages of the study, in order to 
establish trust and build relationships with participants and other members of the school 
communities. During Phase One, there were two formal observations in each classroom, each 
of one-hour duration.  Observations were also carried out in playgrounds, and during 
interactions with parents.  Students then took part in a semi-structured interview, towards the 
end of year six.  When conducting research with children, Greig, Taylor, and MacKay (2007) 
argue that semi-structured interviews are an effective method of obtaining the children’s own 
perspectives.  The interactive and free-flowing nature of this style of interview allows the 
researcher to access information not necessarily available using other methods of data 
collection.  Interview questions and information sheets were modified to make them 
accessible to students by simplifying language and using visuals where required.  
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10
The format allowed students to access information and provided them opportunities to raise 
issues of concern, without being constrained by the need to answer prescribed questions or 
stay on topic.  Interviews during this phase lasted between 20 and 40 minutes, depending 
upon the interest and capacity of the students.  Sample questions included: ‘What do you like 
best about attending school?’ ‘What do you think will be the best thing about going to high 
school?’ and ‘Do you think you will have the same friends in high school as you have in 
primary school? Why/why not?’
Phase Two involved observation of students in their new high school environments, and a 
second semi-structured interview.  Formal classroom observations were not conducted in 
secondary schools, as the special education coordinators believed that students would be 
uncomfortable with observations in the presence of mainstream peers.  The students 
confirmed this as they cited embarrassment as a factor in being publicly observed.  Therefore, 
in this environment the researchers relied upon informal observations, which involved 
meeting students in the playground, observing their interactions with teachers and peers, and 
observing their interactions with their parents.  The second interview with students took place 
at the end of their first semester of year seven.  Interviews during this phase were of a similar 
length to those in Phase One.  With minor modifications to allow for the changed context, 
interview questions were kept the same for each phase of the study.  
Data Analysis
The Ecological Development Model proposed by Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986, 2005) 
indicates that the focus in the transition process should be on enhancing the relationships 
between the child’s present environments and the environments they will be moving into. The 
strength of Bronfenbrenner’s model is that it provides a means of examining the various 
Page 10 of 36
URL: http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/tied
International Journal of Inclusive Education
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
For Peer Review Only
11
transitions throughout a child’s development and putting strategies in place to develop skills 
that have the potential to make the move to a new microsystem smoother and less stressful. 
(Strnadová and Cumming 2016).  As such it was important that there were clear connections 
between the various microsystems. By involving students, parents, teachers and school 
principals in each phase of the study the researchers were able to make explicit the various 
environments the students were operating in.  Similarly, the opportunity to observe students 
and collect data in a variety of settings provided opportunities to observe relationships and 
the ways students interacted in different environments.  
  
Data analysis was commenced early in the research and strategies for data collection were 
able to be adjusted to respond to emerging ideas and to strengthen interpretations and 
findings. As this was a qualitative study, it was important to search for general relationships 
to build coherent interpretation of the data. Therefore, triangulation, member checks, 
persistent observation and progressive subjectivity were used as means of maintaining the 
integrity of the data. The need for a critical friend emerged as a result of the pilot study and 
proved to be a valuable measure as it provided an objective voice that was able to challenge 
perceptions and put forward other interpretations of the data. The critical friend was also of 
assistance in determining codes for mapping the data from observations and interviews and 
reflecting on the recommendations and reflections that were identified from transcripts and 
the researcher’s perceptions 
Data were collected from the observations using observation grids and fieldnotes.  Interviews 
were audio recorded and transcribed.  Transcripts were colour coded to highlight important 
points and issues that were beginning to emerge. For example, the themes that emerged in 
student interviews during phase one were coded as shown in Table 2.
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Insert Table 2 about here 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Coding is recognised as a key process of data analysis (Krathwohl 1998; Mertens 2005; Miles 
and Huberman 1994; Strauss 1987) and as such, codes were created and, as themes were 
identified, they were categorised.  This allowed data to be organised into areas of similarity, 
points of difference, and emergent themes.  All coding was done by the lead author, and 
independently reviewed by the second author.  Any divergence in coding was resolved 
through discussion until agreement was reached.
 
The result was a series of tables, identifying the issues and perspectives of the students.  
Triangulation was used to support and strengthen interpretations and conclusions in the study 
(Kervin et al. 2006; Mertens 2005; Stake 1995). Using observations, case notes and 
transcripts from interviews, convergence of data to support the research findings was 
demonstrated. 
Results
Phase One 
Primary School Experiences 
Establishing student perceptions of primary school formed an important component of Phase 
One of the study, providing a baseline from which to assess the transition experience.  
Overall, students were positive about primary school, and described being happy there. Eight 
out of ten students described positive experiences of primary school and enjoying grade six; 
conversely one student expressed that he was glad to leave due to issues with bullying.  
Page 12 of 36
URL: http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/tied
International Journal of Inclusive Education
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
For Peer Review Only
13
For students, their relationships with teachers were a strong positive feature of their primary 
school experience.  All students were positive about their teachers, and most used words such 
as kind, helpful, happy and friendly to describe their teachers.  For example, Jenny 
commented about her teacher: ‘She is fun and she has always got a smile on her face and 
when I make fun of her or play with her in the classroom she doesn’t get mad at me.’ For 
John, his teachers ‘are more patient when I have a hard time.  They help me understand and 
they know exactly what’s going on.’  Several students made mention of humour and 
indicated this trait was a positive quality in student-teacher relationships.  Janet, for example, 
commented: ‘She is really funny, and she tries to help all the kids as much as she can.’  
Friendships were another aspect of primary school about which students felt positive.  
Typically, students made comments about their friendships such as:
I like my class cause it’s all open. I can see my friends more even from other classes, 
so we can see each other in the playground and see each other in the classroom 
because it’s more open learning and I like my teachers. It is much better.
Most students (8/10) felt confident that they would stay in touch with their old 
friends, or make new friends, when they moved to high school.  Most students (8/10) 
also felt comfortable about making new friends.  For some students, the opportunity 
to make new friends was something they were looking forward to at high school.  
Annie, for example, commented that ‘The best thing about leaving [primary school] 
is more friends.’  Some students, however, felt worried about making new friends or 
losing contact with old friends. 
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Students expressed mixed feelings about leaving primary school, from missing friends and 
teachers, through to being excited about starting at a new school. Paul, for example, 
commented, ‘My feelings about leaving primary school, umm, a bit sad, umm, missing my 
friends and missing my teachers.’ Students expressed a desire to return to visit their schools, 
such as ‘I will visit the teachers and staff and visit the children because I have two buddies, 
one in Kinder and one in Year 1.’ A few students could not comprehend leaving primary 
school, and had trouble answering this question.  
Anticipation of High School
Students were excited when sp aking about high school. They also expressed nervousness 
about some aspects of going to a new school. Janet remarked: ‘I’m excited and a bit nervous.  
Well it’s like a whole new school, like you get to meet lots of different people.’ Similarly, 
Jimmy commented: ‘I am nervous about going to high school but it’s good for me because I 
will learn lots more.’  Students expressed anxiety about specific issues, including workloads, 
getting lost, catching the bus, and being bullied. Carly, for example, commented: ‘It’s bigger, 
I’ll probably get lost and I’ll be catching the bus.  That’s freaky because I’ve never caught the 
bus in my life by myself.’  The three students transitioning to the Special School did not 
express the same level of anxiety as that of the students moving to high schools.  Their 
comments indicated they felt comfortable with the transition, such as Brian’s remark: ‘I’m 
happy because I am going to a different school next year.  The hardest thing will be the 
work.’ 
Transition Programs
Each of the students involved in the study took part in a transition program while at primary 
school. The programs offered by the four high schools were all different, offering a range of 
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experiences. Regardless of the specific program offered, all students felt that the transition 
program was helpful, and that they felt more comfortable about their new schools as a result.  
The following statements provide insight into how students experienced their transition 
program: 
On the transition program, I liked them just helping us with everything. Like in the 
special needs area they have been showing us how to use the diary and one time they 
had to tell us a place to find and then we had to see how quickly we could get there. 
(Carly)
Transition has helped by just showing me where everything is. You do all these sports 
and there is the library. And they tell you about getting organised and getting stuff 
ready for the next class. But I’m not sure if it is a continuous day (or you get time) to 
get to your next lesson. I need to learn that before I go into Year 7. (Jimmy)
First time I went I was worried I was going to get lost but now I’m used to it.  I feel 
good, better than I used to. (Bobby) 
Phase Two 
Phase two of the research took place after the students transitioned to high school and had an 
opportunity to settle into their new environments.  Interviews and observations were 
conducted towards the end of students’ first semester in high school. 
High School Experiences
Overall, students were positive about their new high school environments.  They discussed 
new friends, the variety of subjects available, the opportunity to work with a number of 
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different teachers and their greater independence as highlights.  Students made comments 
about their high school experiences such as: 
The best things about high school are you have more friends, you meet new people, you have 
more teachers than normal and that’s really it. (Carly) 
You don’t have to sit around in one classroom anymore; you get to go to six different classes 
with six different teachers. (Bobby)
I think being more relaxed, making new friends, meeting new teachers and joining fun 
activities. (Jimmy)
Teachers
Students stated that they were happy with their high school teachers and found them helpful 
and easy to work with. They spoke of teachers providing extra help and assisting with their 
work outside of regular class time. Students spoke of the special needs staff as being helpful 
and they discussed the support they received, stating that they were the staff who would seek 
them out to talk to them. Positive teacher-student relationships emerged as a critical factor in 
students’ experiences of high school.  Students also spoke of occasional negative experiences, 
when teachers yelled or became angry, and many (6/10) expressed strong reactions to these 
events.  Typical comments about teachers included:
“The teachers, well they all give me extra help … yeah.” (Bobby)
“I like the teachers because they are all nice to me and they’re cool.” (Jenny)
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Friends
Students valued the importance of friendships, and most (8/10) stated that it had been 
easy to make new friends at high school.  Two students indicated they were having 
difficulty making new friends, with being shy proving a barrier to building new 
friendships.  Students also continued to maintain their friendships from primary 
school (8/10).  Most students appeared to be happy socially in their new environment, 
making comments such as: 
I’ve got heaps more friends here.  More than at the other school. (Brian)
And, like, I’ve got more friends.  I mix well with everyone. (Annie)
For some of the boys, however, bullying emerged as an issue.  Comments about 
bullying included: 
Bullying, hmm … well we muck around a lot but it’s actually quite serious.  I went 
close to getting into a fight.  Really close! (John)
Um I just get bullied around here. Yeah I’m getting bullied by nearly every grade. 
(Bobby) 
Some of the Year 10s and 12s are not really good blokes and they start to push you 
around a bit. (John) 
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Academic Work
Students enjoyed the opportunity to learn different subjects each day, and the variety of 
subjects on offer at secondary school.  All students preferred practical subjects, such as Art, 
Technology, Cooking and Music.  Conversely, most students (9/10) expressed a dislike for 
Maths, indicating it was their least preferred subject.  Students made comments such as: 
Favourite subjects … probably still Art … not Maths, I hate Maths. (Annie)
I like Technology and Art … they’re more hands on. (Andrew, 13)
I like Music because me and my friend Taylah were talking about making a band and we can 
play instruments and sing. (Jenny)
Homework was an area of concern for the majority of students (7/10), and for all of the 
students in mainstream high schools.  This concern was expressed despite special education 
coordinators scheduling homework tasks.  Comments included: 
Maths is hard, and you get like a lot of homework. Yeah and sometimes with Maths 
like, you can get it, but like you might go over it and just forget it. (Janet)
I get a bit stressed with homework and assessments.  I can really stress about 
assessments. (Jimmy)
Sometimes you get masses of homework and you just can’t do it. (Andrew)
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Reflections on Transitioning from Primary School to High School
Overall, most students stated they were satisfied with their introduction to high school.  
Students were enjoying new friendships and the wider variety of subjects on offer.  They 
liked having more independence and being part of a larger school environment.  The majority 
of students (7/10) expressed that, given the choice, they would rather be in high school than 
primary school.  They nevertheless missed some aspects of their primary schooling, such as 
the relationships they had with teachers and students, and the smaller environment.  
Nonetheless, when asked which school they preferred, the majority (8/10) nominated 
secondary school.  Students recognised that it was time to move on, and they enjoyed the 
many positive aspects of their new environments. 
Discussion
Transitioning from primary school to secondary school is an important milestone in students’ 
education.  For students with intellectual disability, it can be a time of both excitement and 
apprehension.  Students want to embrace the new opportunities associated with the secondary 
school environment, but commonly encounter significant challenges in doing so.  To date, 
much of the research on the transition experience has focused on the perspectives provided by 
parents, teachers, support staff and principals.  Relatively few studies have placed the student 
experience at the forefront of the research. This study sought to address this imbalance, 
thereby making a valuable contribution to knowledge about student experiences of transition. 
The study was strongly influenced by Bronfenbrenner’s ecological development model 
(1979, 1986) which provided a framework to focus on the transition process as a means of 
enhancing the interrelationships between each of the students’ primary schools and the 
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secondary schools that they moved into.  This model was particularly relevant as it makes 
clear the importance of focusing on environments where few interrelationships exist. The 
relationships between families and secondary schools and between primary and secondary 
schools were reviewed and strategies that enhanced communication and interrelationships 
between these settings began to emerge from the data. 
The data indicated that transition was a positive experience for most students, and they made 
a successful start to secondary school.  Students experienced a range of transition programs, 
but all were appreciative of the opportunity to visit and become familiar with their new 
schools, and to meet staff and students there.  The literature indicates that this is not always 
so, as transition programs can leave students with disability feeling unhappy with their 
academic prospects and socially isolated (Ankeny et al. 2009; Beamish et al. 2010; Carter et 
al. 2005;  Saggers, Hwang, and Mercer 2011). In this study, students particularly appreciated 
the opportunity to learn how to navigate the larger school campuses during the transition 
programs.  Students also had mostly positive social experiences during the transition period.  
They indicated that they were happy and had made new friends.  The wider scholarship, 
however, indicates that this can be problematic.  Social transitions can be difficult and can 
influence student attitudes to secondary school (Carter et al. 2005; Jindal-Snape and Miller 
2008).  The students struggled with workload and the increasing difficulty of work as the first 
semester progressed. This is consistent with findings in the literature that identify workload 
as a problem for all students moving to secondary school (Akos and Galassi 2004; Cauley 
and Jovanovich 2006; Vinson 2006).  
Student voice is increasingly being recognised as a potential means of improving both student 
outcomes and school structures (Bergmark and Kostenius, 2009).  Processes have been 
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developed to seek the opinions of students in decisions about their education and welfare 
(Demetriou and Wilson, 2010), resulting in student voice as a strategy and as a theoretical 
construct gaining a level of acceptance.  Student participants in this study were supported to 
discuss major issues they experienced during the transition process.  Bullying was a 
significant issue for the boys in the study and they mentioned this on a regular basis. This was 
despite all schools all having robust anti-bullying policies.  This is an area of concern in this 
study and more broadly as the scholarship is clear that bullying presents a very real barrier to 
successful transition (Cauley and Jovanovich  2006; Jindal-Snape and Miller 2008).
  Homework was raised as an area of concern by students and the need for support in this area 
was clear.  This issue is identified in a number of studies (xxxx and xxxx,xxxx; Lightfoot and 
Bond,2013; Jindal-Snape et al. 2006; Maras and Aveling 2006).  Students also expressed a 
strong dislike for maths, and significant concerns about their ability to perform to the 
required standard in maths.  These concerns provide clear direction for secondary schools in 
addressing changes to current practice to improve the experiences of students in the transition 
period (Ashton 2008; Jindal-Snape and Foggie 2008; Knesting et al. 2008).  
Students in this study identified several factors they perceived as contributing to their 
successful transition from primary school to secondary school.  These included initiatives that 
helped them to manage the physical environment.  Strategies and activities that helped 
students find their way around the secondary school campus, supported them with 
organisational issues and helped them to get to class on time were highlighted as being 
helpful in orienting students to their new schools. These findings are supported by research 
that highlights the importance of addressing the needs of students with disability in the 
physical domain as a matter of priority (Marston 2008; Vinson 2006).  
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Students also identified positive relationships with teachers and friends as a key element of 
their transitions.  Relationship-building is a critical factor in transition. The literature is clear 
on the importance of having teachers who are positive working with students if they are to 
transition smoothly into their new schools, with teacher attitude identified as an important 
factor in the success of transition (Fields 2006; Hsien 2006).  Students quickly identified 
teachers they had positive relationships with, and conversely those with whom they lacked a 
connection.  For example, Janet described good teachers as being ‘nice and kind’ while Annie 
described other teachers as ‘mean’.  The literature is unequivocal in stating that the key to 
inclusive education and to positive transitions lies in teacher training that focuses on 
appropriate pedagogical approaches and building positive teacher attitude (Beamish et al. 
2010).
Recommendations for Future Practice
The following recommendations are offered as a means of more effectively supporting 
students with intellectual disability transitioning from primary to secondary education: 
1. Students be provided with opportunities to have input into their own transition plans.  This 
may include opportunities to be part of transition teams, to be involved in student focus 
groups, and to provide feedback on the success of the programs. 
2. Transition programs include a strong focus on helping students learn to navigate the 
physical environment, recognizing that students with intellectual disability may need 
additional support to master larger secondary school campuses.  
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3. Greater attention is given to the issue of bullying, and how it can be more robustly 
addressed, particularly for boys. 
4. Additional support be provided to aid students to manage their homework, including 
differentiated homework tasks as necessary.
5. A review of the requirements of the maths curriculum be conducted, with a focus on how 
the curriculum can be made more accessible for students with intellectual disability.  Greater 
differentiation within the curriculum and individualised expectations for achievement may 
facilitate making maths a less stressful component of school for students in the transition 
period.  
6. Schools continue to focus on building positive teacher attitudes and fostering inclusive 
educational approaches in the classroom.  
Limitations of the Study
While important implications can be drawn from the findings, there were limitations to this 
study. This study was limited to Catholic schools in the southwest region of Sydney, NSW, 
and as such, there were already established links between the primary and secondary schools 
involved in the study. The particular ethos of each of the schools in this study supports the 
inclusion of students with intellectual disability as a core part of their mission, and this may 
not be typical of all schools.  A second limitation is that at the time of the study, the lead 
author was the principal of the special school involved and was in regular contact with 
principals and teaching staff at each of the schools involved.  The position of the researcher 
may have influenced the interpretation of the results, although every care was taken in 
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conducting member checks with all participants to ensure interview transcripts accurately 
reflected their views and opinions. A third limitation of the study was its scope and duration. 
While a reasonable number of participants were included, the number of participants did limit 
its scope, and the period of follow-up with students was limited to their first semester of 
secondary schooling.  
Conclusion
This study of the transition experiences of students with mild to moderate intellectual 
disability has provided valuable insights into the lived experiences of students as they move 
through the education system. The study highlights the value of giving these students a voice, 
and an opportunity to have input into their own pathway through the school system.  The 
study has also highlighted several opportunities for schools to improve the way they approach 
and manage the transition experience for students with intellectual disability.  Further 
research, and innovation, is warranted to ensure successful transition experiences for all 
students.  
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Table 1: Student participant demographic data 
Name Age Intellectual 
Disability
School Setting Transitioning 
School
Support Required
John 11 Mild 
Intellectual 
Disability 
ASD
Inclusive Open 
Plan
Secondary 
School 3
Anger management 
support/learning 
support
Jenny 12 Moderate 
Intellectual 
Disability
Learning Centre 
& Integration
Special 
School
Learning 
support/social 
support
Brian 12 Moderate 
Intellectual 
Disability
Di George 
Syndrome
Learning Centre 
& Integration
Special 
School
Learning 
support/social 
support 
Carly 11 Mild 
Intellectual 
Disability
Inclusive 
Classroom
Secondary 
School 1
Friendship 
issues/social 
support/learning 
support
Paul 12 Moderate 
Intellectual 
Disability 
ASD
Learning Centre 
& Integration
Special 
School
Language support/
social 
support/learning 
support
Annie 12 Mild 
Intellectual 
Disability
Inclusive Open 
Plan
Secondary 
School 1
Learning 
support/social 
support 
Jimmy 11 Moderate 
Intellectual 
Disability
Inclusive Open 
Plan
Secondary 
School 2
High anxiety/social 
support/stress 
management 
support/learning 
support
Janet 12 Mild 
Intellectual 
Disability
ASD
Inclusive Open 
Plan
Secondary 
School 1
Learning support
Bobby 13 Mild 
Intellectual 
Disability
ASD
Inclusive Open 
Plan
Secondary 
School 1
Social support/stress 
management 
/learning support 
Andrew 12 Mild 
Intellectual 
Disability
ASD
Inclusive 
Classroom
Secondary 
School 3
Learning 
support/social 
support 
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Table 2: Initial coding of themes 
Teachers what they thought of their teachers/what made a good/bad teacher
Favourite places         Places they felt safe/liked to go 
Subjects the subjects students liked and disliked
Primary school          students discussed primary school/what they liked and disliked
Friends did students think they would make new friends/keep old friends?    
Possible issues          what did students think would be their biggest issue/problem?
Secondary school     how they felt about moving to secondary school
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Response to Reviewers
We thank the reviewers for their highly valuable feedback which has allowed 
the authors  to improve the manuscript. The answers to specific comments are 
provided in the table below. All changes are highlighted in yellow in the 
Manuscript 
Reviewer: Point Raised: Action in Response: Page 
Number(s):
1 Provide a table with 
participant 
characteristics
Table 1 Student participant 
characteristics has been 
added under Participants 
Approx 
Page 6 
1 The last sentence of the 
first paragraph refers to 
successful models they 
discussed in the 
previous sentence Are 
the authors referring to 
the transition they 
discussed in the 
previous sentence or 
special education 
models?
There is a mixture of both 
regular and  special 
education models
We have amended wording 
to make this clearer 
Page 2 n
1  On page  4 line 25 The 
sentence that begins 
with “ They perceived as 
….’ Is awkward and 
should be reworded
This sentence has been 
rewritten. Starting with 
‘They included strategies’ 
Page 4 
1 Ensure that citations 
match the reference list. 
Check spelling of 
Ankene  and Fields on 
page 2  NSW DET 
check whether it is 2005 
or 2006. 
All of  the citations match 
the reference list .
All spelling  and 
publication dates have 
been checked 
2 The authors use the term 
‘intellectual disabilities” 
“intellectual disability”  
choose one or the other 
We have chosen ‘ 
intellectual disability’  
throughout the Manuscript 
2 Spelling of references All spellings have been 
corrected 
Page 2 and 
reference 
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list 
2 Introduction – It should 
be mentioned that there 
is no national legislation 
which would outline 
transition planning for 
students with disabilities 
Sentence has been added 
acknowledging this 
Recommended reference 
has been included 
 Page 2 
2 Some of the references  
used in the introduction 
are outdated 
References have been 
updated  Older references 
have been eliminated 
Pages 2,3 
and 4 
2 On pages 3-4 Please add 
information about the 
context 
Contextual details such as 
country, age and  number 
of participants has been 
added 
Pages 3 
and 4 
2 I would recommend 
Mentioning Kohler’s 
Taxonomy of Transition 
Programming 2.0 . One 
of its five pillars is 
student involvement – 
very relevant to this 
study 
We thank the reviewer for 
this suggestions it has been 
added 
 Page 6 
2 The authors state that 
their research was 
theoretically informed 
by Bronfenbrenner’ 
model. I would like to 
encourage the authors to 
elaborate more on how 
exactly  did they use the 
model to inform their 
study 
A paragraph outlining how 
Bronfenbrenner’s model 
informed the study was 
added 
Page 6 
2 I assume that .. … an 
easy to read  participant 
information sheet and 
consent form was 
developed . Please 
mention it in the 
manuscript .Also 
mention visuals 
 Sentence has been added 
under Data Collection 
Page 9 
2 How did 
Bronfenbrenner’s model 
inform the analysis. 
Paragraph has been added 
under Data Analysis 
Page 10 
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2 More detail about the 
process of data analysis 
is needed 
The data analysis section 
has been substantially 
rewritten  and a table 
(Table 2)  has been added 
as per recommendations of 
the reviewer 
Page 10,11 
,and  12. 
2 Similar  to the 
Introduction I 
recommend updating of 
the references 
More recent references 
have been added and older 
references removed 
Pages 19-
21 
2 I would like to see the 
authors discussing the 
results from the 
framework of Students 
Voice and 
Bronfenbrenner’s model 
A paragraph discussing the 
results from 
Bronfenbrenner’s 
framework has been added 
to page 19 
Another paragraph 
discussing the results from 
Student Voice framework 
has been added to Page 20 
Pages 19-
20. 
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